Using simulations and games are two of the most effective techniques for a teacher when he or she wants to allow second or foreign language learners practice in the target language. Both simulations and games allow learners not only to practice forms that they have already learned, but also allow them to experiment with new structures. All this is done in nonthreatening situations.
My personal preference is to use simulations for higher proficiency students and games for lower proficiency levels. I have used both simulations and games with intermediate level students. However, I have found that neither simulations nor games are dependent upon the age of the learners.
Unfortunately, many teachers are under the impression that it is only primary (elementary) school learners who enjoy games. They apparently believe that once a learner reaches puberty, the learner loses all desire to play games. This is not true at all. In fact, from my experience in Malaysia, it is adults who enjoy games-sometimes even more than children do. I have watched with amusement as senior managers argue (in English) as they struggle to get a bar of chocolate as a prize! I have realized over the years that it is not the cost of the prize that matters, but the sense of achievement the learner feels when he or she wins the prize! Recently, a lower-intermediate level adult student asked me if she could leave the class an hour earlier because she had to attend a wedding in another town. I gave her permission to do so. When the hour approached, I asked her if she would like to leave before I started the game. She said, "I want to stay and play the game!" She stayed the full hour.
Background of the Student Teachers
The student teachers being referred to in this article are working toward a Bachelor of Education in teaching English as a second language (ESL). It is a 3-year, preservice, degree program. Graduating from the university will also automatically certify them to be teachers in schools. There is no other accreditation board. Approximately 10% of the student teachers are fluent in English, and about 15% are comfortable in English but make performance errors in pronunciation and grammar. They know the rules but the grammatical errors still occur. A further 50% can communicate in English but have problems expressing themselves when discussing complex concepts. The other students have problems communicating in English and it is sometimes difficult to understand what they are trying to say. Except for the top 10%, all the other students are still attending proficiency classes.
The better students come from middle-class homes and many of them speak more than two languages fluently.
Unlike the majority of the school-going population in Malaysian schools, most of these student teachers have played board games and card games. They have also been exposed to party games. Therefore, they are not strangers to the idea of playing games.
Background of the Learners of English
In the article, the term learners will refer to those who will be taught English by the student teachers in question. The learners will come from various strata of Malaysian society. They will range in age from 12 years old to adults. The majority of the learners will be attending secondary schools or tertiary institutions. The medium of instruction in Malaysian schools is Malay and English is taught as a subject in schools, like French or Spanish is taught in American schools. English is defined as a second language in Malaysia, meaning that it is second in importance to Malay.
Most learners come from homes where English is not spoken at all. The mother tongue of the learners would be either dialects of Malay or Chinese or Indian languages. There is a portion of the urban population that does use varieties of Malaysian English at home, or mixes two or three languages when communicating among family members.
Games Introduced to Student Teachers
Four types of games are introduced to the student teachers:
• card games, • board games, • simulation games, and • party-type games.
From personal experience, simulations are better carried out with intermediate and advanced level learners. The other three types of games have been created for elementary, intermediate, and advanced level students (Gaudart, 1976 (Gaudart, , 1997 .
Because pedagogy is involved, I try to prepare students to think about five parts to the game. The first step requires students to teach relevant structures, which the learners will need during the game. Second, learners are introduced to the game, rules are explained, and, as is often found necessary, a demonstration of the game is carried out. During the third part, learners play the game while the teacher monitors the learners and takes note of particular problems that they may have. The fourth part requires the teacher to debrief the learners. Debriefing is determined by the type of game conducted. For example, if a vocabulary game has been played, the teacher can very quickly go through the vocabulary items. If some sort of decision has to be reached, the teacher should discuss the decisions with the class so that the whole class benefits from why certain decisions were made. The teacher will also be in a better position to assist students in developing their ideas. In the final stage, the teacher, having noted language difficulties that his or her learners may be having, prepares other games or tasks to help the learners overcome the problems.
The following are some examples of the different types of games that were first used in my English as a foreign language (EFL) proficiency classes, and were later introduced to student teachers.
Examples of Card Games
HAPPY FAMILIES. This is a card game that can be obtained locally at a minimal price of about U.S.$.25 per pack. It comprises sets of four cards, depicting various families.
All the cards are distributed and each player has to guess who has a member of the family he or she wants. Players then take turns to ask for the particular member of the family he or she wants. I have adapted the game for the practice of phone calls. Students have numbers. The number is called, the student answers the phone, and the caller asks to speak to the member of the family he or she wants. The person answering the phone asks the caller to "Hold on, please" if he or she has the card, and says, "Sorry, so-and-so isn't in, is not at home," and so forth if he or she does not have the card. The winner is the player who has collected the most sets of families, not the player who finishes first.
With higher level learners, messages can be passed and taken down and points be given for each correct message given and taken down.
LINKING GAME. Pictures are pasted on cards, two pictures to a card, like a game of dominoes. Students take turns to link the pictures by either relating one picture to the next, making a sentence with both words, or continuing a story, depending on what the teacher wants them to practice. If a student cannot link any of his or her cards to one of the pictures at the ends of the line, he or she has to take a card from the pile that has been placed in the center of the table.
Example of Board Games
THE TRAIN. A railway track is divided into squares. Some are blank, some have forfeits (e.g., "miss a turn"), some have rewards (e.g., "move forward two spaces"), and others have one of the following three letters: O, T, and A, which stand for Object, Transport, and Animal. In the center of the board are three stacks of cards that are also marked with these three letters.
Two games can be played on the board, depending on whether the learners are elementary or advanced level.
When a player lands on any of the squares marked O, A, or T, he or she draws a card from the relevant stack. Elementary level students will have to name the animal, object, or means of transportation. Intermediate level students describe the picture and the other players guess what the picture is. If any player is able to guess correctly, he or she is allowed to move forward two spaces and the player describing the picture stays where he or she is. If no player is able to guess the animal, object, or means of transportation from the description given, the player describing the picture has to move back two spaces.
Example of Simulation
Learners are divided into groups according to special interests they may have. They are told that a millionaire has donated a certain sum of money for one or more projects. Each group decides on a project, estimates how much they need for the project, and decides how much money other groups should have. They then report to the other groups, describing their project, how much they need, and how much they are giving other interest groups. When all groups have reported to the class, they once again discuss in their groups adjustments to their project, finances, and how much they want to give other worthwhile projects. They then inform the other groups about their new allocations and budgets. This is followed by a bargaining session, giving other groups money if they in turn give them a sum of money, and so on. The teacher then informs the class that a phone call has been received from the millionaire. If within 5 minutes they are unable to divide the money to the satisfaction of all groups, they lose the money.
Example of Other Games
TREASURE HUNT. This game has been given to student teachers as an example of how one can give learners practice in reading to follow directions and understand descriptions, in a way that learners would find interesting and enjoyable.
Students are given a set of directions that takes them from place to place. At each place, they refer to descriptions of one or more objects and write down the answers. The group with the most correct answers wins. The descriptions can vary in difficulty, according to the language level of the learners.
One very important aspect when introducing the use of games to English teachers in Malaysia is to relate the games to parts of the syllabus.
Malaysia has a national syllabus, designed by the Curriculum Development Centre of the Ministry of Education. There are three syllabuses: the elementary school (or primary school) syllabus, the secondary school syllabus, and the postsecondary/preuniversity syllabus. Items to be taught for all subjects are laid out in the syllabus. At various times during the learner's schooling, he or she sits for national examinations. When teaching adults, however, the teacher, sometimes in collaboration with colleagues, designs his or her own syllabus.
When introducing games to student teachers, it is important to relate the games or simulations to the relevant part of the syllabus, or to specific teaching points. If ESL/EFL teachers cannot see the relevance of the games to the syllabus or teaching objectives, they are reluctant to try out the games in their classes.
The Teacher Education Course
The idea of how games could be used for teaching EFL is introduced to the students through a course titled "Using Drama Techniques in the Teaching of English," an elective that students can choose to do. Most students, in fact, choose to take this elective. It runs for 30 hours over one semester.
Besides games and simulation, students are also introduced to the use of mime and role-play as teaching tools in language teaching.
The ideas are presented to the students through demonstrations and hands-on experience of various games. Students are fully active and usually participate wholeheartedly in the games.
Student feedback indicates that they thoroughly enjoy the sessions and want to use such techniques in their own classes.
Some of the student teachers did have some concerns, however.
Concerns That Student Teachers Have
One major concern is the question of noise. Most of the teachers will be teaching large secondary school classes. In a class, 40 is the average figure. The walls of the classrooms are thin, and noise goes through them very easily.
Student teachers rightly point out that if we want learners to practice speaking, we cannot have silence in the classroom. Other students inevitably raise the problem that some school principals might view noise as lack of control on the part of the teacher.
Solutions offered are to take the learners out of the classroom and use the canteen, school hall, or the school field, or to inform the teachers of the adjoining classes that the class is going to play games and it is going to be noisy.
It is interesting that the problem of noise has become less and less of a major concern over the years. When the course was first taught, most students were concerned with the question of noise. Now, almost 20 years later, there are only one or two students who raise this question.
Another concern is the lack of space and the unfortunate situation that in some classrooms, students are unable to move the tables around. This, too, can be taken care of if learners are taken out of the classroom.
Yet another concern expressed is the amount of time it takes to construct multiple copies of card and board games. Fortunately, this has become less of a problem because student teachers are now able to use photocopying facilities.
Unlike American classrooms, in Malaysian schools, students stay in one classroom whereas the teachers move from class to class. Taking the students out of the classroom, therefore, gives them a welcome change of scenery.
Conclusion
Malaysian classrooms have been traditionally teacher-centered. The Ministry of Education has been trying to change this attitude among teachers.
The task is not always easy, however. The more senior teachers in the school may discourage the younger teachers from trying more innovative techniques. Many still feel that if the learners are laughing and having fun, they could not be learning very much. Others feel that textbooks and workbooks are there to be used.
Some of the current teachers who are teaching English in elementary and secondary schools have not been trained to teach English. Even though they are able to speak English fairly fluently, they have very few ideas on how to impart the knowledge.
Unfortunately, it is always easier to blame the learner for his or her lack of ability to acquire the language. Many teachers have never been exposed to or subscribe to notions of reflective teaching. If a teaching technique does not work, the learner takes the blame. There is very little attempt to evaluate the techniques in question or to see if learning styles are matching teaching styles. Even though a technique does not work, teachers still continue using it because that is the way it has always been.
It is sad, therefore, that techniques that can so effectively motivate learners are introduced into classes with a great deal of fear and trepidation. Simulation and Games are techniques that have been sidelined for a very long time, and I have spent 20 years trying to get teachers to use the techniques in their classrooms.
One reason for the reluctance to use fun techniques, as was admitted by various students, is that student teachers think back to their own teachers for models of teaching. Because their teachers did not use such techniques, it is difficult for them to accept that there are in fact other ways of teaching English.
At the end of the teacher education course in question, however, the feedback from student teachers usually indicates that they have enjoyed the activities very much. They also have a new perspective on language teaching, and most of them feel that because they had enjoyed the activities, their learners might also enjoy the activities. They are willing to try the activities in their own classes. And that, surely, is all one can ask of them.
I have frequently been asked how often I use simulations and games in proficiency classes that I teach. I tell them I do so about 90% of the time. The 10% is used to teach new forms or functions that they need for the game and for postdebriefing follow-up activities, especially to improve accuracy. A few weeks ago, predictably, I was again asked the question, and I answered the way I always do. One student teacher burst out, "Ey! Best nya!"
The class laughed. She had reverted to urban Malay slang, a mixture of Malay and English. She quickly corrected herself and said, "I mean . . . That's so cool!"Cool or best is, however, sometimes a matter of personal preference. Teachers may feel that having fun is not really being "cool" but simply avoiding the discipline of learning.
However, objectively, there is one major advantage to using games in language teaching, and that is the opportunity for practice. Teacher-centered classrooms do not allow learners the time necessary for practicing their foreign language structures. Games allow learners to fully use the language that they have learned, participating in the communicative process throughout the game. With practice comes progress, with progress comes motivation, and with motivation comes more learning.
Even the most staid teachers will find it difficult to argue with the advantages of using games in the classroom.
